To the Editor:
As man faced more disasters, people began to form groups, groups led to societies. The concept of perfectability came into play. These societies needed language. Thus, verbal communication ensued. So man eventually evolved out his natural state and moved towards a different station. Along with language came the ability to reason. Under these conditions men began to compare themselves. This act of a man comparing himself to his neighbor was referred to by Rousseau as "amour propre", a negative motivating principle. 4 This habit of one man comparing himself to another was not just for pity and/or self preservation, but for one man to dominate another so as to ensure his own happiness or success. Thereafter, property was invented and there was then a need for a labor force to do the work of the property holders. This, of course, can lead to political upheaval or even war, but in the name of a safe society, property holders convinced the laborers to become a part of "political society". 4 With this act, or negotiation, Rousseau claims that moral inequality became a permanent feature of society.
In today's society the young (at least, those who are not disabled) dominate the old. 5 The young need jobs to support their families and to acquire and hold property. In Rousseau's explanation of the natural state of man this would be expected, strength would dominate. However, in modern society the overriding social need of the young to hold property so that they can compare themselves to each other, and establish a hierarchy among each other, is a compounding social motivator that further disadvantages the aging citizen. In other words, there is an acquisition of property occurring currently that is in excess of available scarce resources that focuses on self and not necessarily on the good of the greater society. 6 Ironically, the dialectic that ageism is reversible in today's society can be argued from the above mentioned negative motivating principle, "amour propre". This is because "amour propre" can lead groups of people, not just individuals, to compare themselves with each other. Just as the comparisons of individuals to one another gave way to the comparisons of those who owned property with those who did not, an interesting interrogative arises as to whether this negative motivating principle works on the side of those who have "more age" as compared to those who do not. "Amour propre" may have an evolutionary advantage in the social sense for elders. How so, you may ask?
While man was in his natural state, the physical strength of the individual was the dominant trait. However, through social evolution elders have grown in numbers and in proportion; protected by the safety net of the political society that Rousseau claimed was rife with moral inequality. Thus, the elderly have the potential to wield political, economic, and social power far into the future. Through their numbers the aged create a political will that cannot be ignored. They vote often, and will be a larger percentage of the vote with the passage of time. 7 In the same vein they project an economic will: (1) through their accumulated wealth, (2) through their tax contributions, (3) through social/welfare benefits that are paid to them essentially by current tax payers who are their juniors, and (4) by the mere fact that they are living longer, thereby allowing the afore mentioned points (1-3) to persist for an extended period of time. There is much to learn by watching the natural progression of aging, from the physical, political, economic, and social contexts. Therefore, it goes without saying that those who are young will become old (if they are fortunate enough to complete their Life Cycle), and that those who would dominate others, will, in turn, be dominated by the passage of time. The notion of perfectability allowed the evolution of "amour propre", a negative motivating principle in the eyes of Rousseau that was detrimental to the peaceful nature of the solitary man. However, this condition (amour propre) may provide a protective evolutionary social advantage to the aged. The moral inequality that Rousseau claimed had become a permanent feature of society, through the perfectability of man, may be an irony that will actually help to promote the extinctability of ageism.
